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FOREWORD 


Ghal ib is the most famous and popular poet of Urdu. 
His poetry of supreme originality and power is universal in its 
appeal and will last as long as Urdu language. It is characterised by 
a matchless fusion of thought and emotion, a mark of truly great 
poetry. 

Ghalib's Ghazals are marked by richness, thought- content, 
originality and felicity of expression, delicacy in choice of diction, 
freshness and elegance of imagery, haunting melody and ecstatic 
intensity of realization ofexperience. 

It is a great pity indeed that Ghalib is not widely known 
amongst the English knowing people. He is not lucky like the other 
great poet of Urdu, Iqbal, whose poetry was rendered into English 
by the well- known scholars of England. His Persian Mathnavi 
'Asrar-l-Khudi' was rendered into English and published under the 
title Secrets of Self by Prof. R.A. Nichalson of the Cambridge 
University in 1920. Some of his other poems were translated into 
English by Prof. A. J. Arberry and others. 

None was, however, favoured by fortune like Omar Khayyam 
whose fame has spread throughout the world out of all proportion 
to his ranking in the accepted hierarchy of the Persian poets. This 
was because a nearly mad English man, Edward Fitzgerald, an 
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Centenary Publication. 

Mrs. Johari says in her note dated 21st April, 1994 to the 
Director of the Institute, "I wrote these at a much younger age while 
I was undergoing a period of great unhappiness and deep distress. 
This, however, enabled me to identify myself with the underlying 

transcreations. For one thing, it is not a literal translation; yet it re¬ 
tains fidelity to the text. It is said that translation is like a woman. If 
she is faithful, she is not beautiful; if she is beautiful, she is not 
faithful. Mrs. Johan's translation is an exception; it is both beautiful 
and faithful. 

Another distinguishing feature of her translation is that it is 
in rhyme. Those who have made a deep study of poetry of both the 
languages, would realize how difficult it is to fit Urdu Ghazal into a 
rhyme pattern in English. It is to Mrs. Johari's credit that she has 
bound herself by a rhyme scheme and yet preserved the underlying 
inner spirit and haunting beauty of Ghalib's verses. 

In this connection one has to bear in mind that Ghalib is by 
no means an easy poet. He is profound, complex and highly indi¬ 
vidualistic. His language is largely difficult, and at times obscure. 
His early poetry was, indeed, criticized for its uncommonly diffi¬ 
cult language. His thought process is also involved and his poetry is 
rich in allusive and associative context that lends itself to various 
interpretations depending on reader’s comprehension of and insight 
into its import: Ghalib calls it. Magic Treasure-Trove of 
Meaning. To use Keats picturesque phrase, Ghalib 

loads every rift with ore. Again, he is highly innovative in his use 
of metaphors and images and compact words or word-constructions 
that defy translation into another language. 

Despite all these difficulties, Mrs. Johari has remarkably 
succeded in capturing the spirit of Ghalib's verses and transmuted it 
into her translation. Her choice of diction and poetic idiom all 


opium addict, deeply immersed in the exotic and what he consi¬ 
dered to be esoteric, Persian poetry, took a fancy to his Rubayyat 
and rendered them into English. His attempt, in all fairness, cannot 

translation, in fact, excel the originals. 

In this context, it may be mentioned that translation of 

poetry. As a matter of fact, some people hold the view that poetry 
is simply untranslatable. Here it will be relevant to recall Shelly's 
observation on the subject: 


"It were as wise to cast a violet into a crucible that you 
might discover the formal principle of its colour and odour as to 
translate from one language into another the creations of a poet".* 1 
Another poet (of Urdu) Faiz had this to say with reference 
to translation of Urdu Ghazals: 

"One may or may not wholly subscribe to the view that 
Ghazal poetry is wholly untranslatable, but there is no denying that 

ries, words and terms and phrases rarely mean what they appear to 
mean and it is difficult to locate in another language (except in cog- 


which embrace the entire associative context of the original 
expression".^ 

Notwithstanding all these inherent difficulties, there have been 
several English translations of Persian and Urdu poetry of Ghalib. 
Notable amongst these are the renderings of Ghalib's Persian and 
Urdu Ghazals by Dr. Yusuf Husain Khan. 

Here is another excellent translation of selected Urdu 
verses of Ghalib into English by Mrs. Prema Johari. She has chosen 
118 couplets from 32 Ghazals. She has sometimes selected one or 
two couplets from a Ghazal. Of these, eight of her renderings were 
published earlier in the Ghalib Institute's publication "Whispers of 
the Angel" and seven more were included in 'Ghalib 1797-1869' 




In short, her rendering of Ghalib's selected verses is a rare 
feat that deserves wide appreciation. I hope and trust that this publi¬ 
cation would spur Mrs. Johari to embark upon rendering the whole 
Diwan-I-Ghalib into English. I am sure it will be a monumental 
work in"GhaIibiaf\ 

Syed Muzaflar Husain blimey 
Chairman 

Publication Committee 
Ghalib Institute. 


July06,1996 
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Gainst whose unthinking, playful art 
Do the figures on the canvas smart 
And cry out bewailing? 

Like petitioners of Iran old. 

Dressed in their paper robes, made bold 
The king to challenge, complaining... 

So these too, their cresator ask: 

The reason for our being unmask. 

The net of the senses' understanding, spread as thou may; 
The meaning of the word, like the phoenix bird. 

On whom thy hands thou never canst lay. 

Will escape thee still. 

Endeavour as ye will. 

Solitude like a sharp wedge, at life's roots, cuts and cor 

But how life is tenacious, and still shamelessly holds... 

The passing of endless night; 

And the changing of darkness into dawn's white light 
Is difficult and slow... 

Even as Farhad’s arduous task in making the river of milk, 
to flow 

Through the hard unyielding rock, at last at Shirin's feet 


O Ghalib, tho' prisoner in solitude confined, 
I tread on a path with fire lined. 

And these dread chains around my feet 
Have been forged o'er the throbbing heat 
Of life's furnace. 
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The rose hath ordered otherwise in her garden estate, today. 
Rent are the nightingale's chains, the same bold closed the 
garden-gate today. 

The Rose, the changing Rose, swears throth: 

No other but the nightingale in my garden shall be; 

And love and faithfulness, that till today, terrible as heaven's 

Had been his chains, from today, shall so no longer be. " 
With each lament my heart hath bled, O Rose today. 

But the web, each aching breath hath weaved at last hath 
nettedth thy love today. 


Security hence: All confining order I forsake. 

A flood of weeping, in my soul, today all bounds doth 
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It is not mine to know Love's divine culmination. 

Life is one long waiting' twixt this and annihilation. 

I should of happiness have died, of joy's excess so rare. 
Had I this faith Beloved, that thou didst care. 

But 'twixt life and death I linger still; hoping, and in pain, 
O wouldst thy mark had failed not; and I in death's lap bee lain 

Tho' grief the soul destroys, but with this gift of a human 
heart; 

Pain will not refrain: be it of love's creating, or of life's unhappy 


Were it to die only once, I would not demur in facing. But 
the pain of parted loves, is like death's finger, through life 
forever tracing. 

Away false friends, away with your smug advice and cheap 

O give me of a little love and sympathy that may perchance 
my grief abate. 

O give me of compassion 
That might assuage my passion. 
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The darkened cactus land of being. 

Grief only sustains. 

The sole sad symbol of life's remains: 

A flame that till late my heart had lighted. 

That too is silenced now, and all is bare and blighted- 

My eye no longer hopes beauty to see 

Nor ear to hear the tiding:: "My love cometh to me." 

Till yester night, to my gladdened sight 

All the world was a garden unfurled 

Like gar lands in the hands of a garland-seller glowing 

Like an armful of fragrant blossoms freshly blowing 


So to me seemed life. 

Like a vision of rated paradise 

My love's slow drunken coming was to my eyes; 

Like the music of the spheres 

Was ho- sweet voice to my ears. 
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But the morrow has brought only sorrow 
Hushed are the happy voices 
And my soul no longer tjoices. 

The candle flame bums lower 
Night's feast is over. 

My being's brief candle too 

Worn with care and with despair darkened 

That once to music and mirth had harkened 

That once with life's light 

And night's light 

Its own had blended. 

Lies snuffed: its little gleam; its little dream ended. 
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How long an age has passed, since last Love was my guest; 
How long an age since warmth and wine, and his presence dvine 
Filled my home with light, and life, and zest. 

I gather together the broken pieces of my heart, so Love 

therein may dwell again. 
How many years since eyes knew feast of tears and hallowed pain. 
But sanity stifles; and moderation maddens the mind. 

When I lived in a frenzy of passion, that time how far behind. 

I bum again. With each breath consumed. 

How long since love's fire, and sorrow’s, my soul illumed. 
Love asks of my afflicted heart: How fare thee? 

That Love which only wounds; pain is whose soul refrain. 
Should ask this of me! 

My heart that will not heed more, and flings to the winds 

discretion. 

Goes wandering again to that loved lane. 

Where it has known pain alone, and humiliation. 

All of me: body and soul and mind of me, I fain again 

would give 

How heart craves again for one who might receive. 

Once more eyes to beauty thrill. 

And after every lovely rose go roving will. 
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Again towards the appoined terrace, I fain would stand 

and gaze, to see 

The loved one waiting for me. 

Her dark hair ruffled about her face; 

With kajal black her lovely lashes made bright. 

Flashing swords at my bedazzled sight. 

Even so. 

Desire prompts me before her again to go. 

With wine's exess, her face like new-blown roses flushing. 
So in a daze my eye again doth gaze 
On a lady full beautiful, like many-hued spring, youthful and 
blushing. 

Again the Beloved’s door my heart is luring, 

I would there forever stand. 

My head bowed low at the gate, the keeper imploring. 

My soul searches once more, eternal leisure, it would be 

free 

The Beloved alone to contemplate, the Beloved's image 

night and day to see. 

O leave me alone, good friends, do not the ashes rake. 

For weeping in my soul again a storm doth make. 
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Of eyes, brimful of tears, after years, memory is waking. 
Again the Beloved to beseech, the heart is aching. 
Sorrow hardly ceases, or grieving knows a pause. 

When the thought of parting, again wracks the brain. 

O my loss, O my loss... 


My unwise heart, afire, again with desire, will not refrain.. 
The Beloved's changing graces haunt me again. 

To where you dwell, my thoughts again wander, 

And again comes back to my mind. 

My long lost heart, I never again may find. 

How cruel memory is. 

God! Why did I again remember this: 

That loved lane... again... 

What passion... O what pain... 

O why? 

Would I not, one day, die. 

Would life not end. 

Had not remembrance quickened? 

"Rizwan, Rizwan, angel at heaven's gate. 

Another heaven, more beloved, of late. 

In the mind again doth bum; 

For the Beloved's door, the heart again doth yearn. 

O Rizwan, good Rizwan, let me return." 

No strength have I left for pleading, 

I grow impatient with this heart, that will forever be leading 
me on to grief. I remember too... 
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Eternal regret, eternal nue— 

How when I was young, and did not know. 

Life, and Love, and Sorrow; 

How, O Majnun, great lover, great martyr. 

How you I would have stoned: 

With my own life, my own head. I've atoned. 

What desolation, intense unbroken. 

That the woods and the wilds, are to me, of my home, a token! 
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Where are those ravished days and nights? 

Loves aches? Love's delights? 

O where those ravished days and nights? 

The joys of meeting; parting's fears? 

O where those ravished months and years? 

For love's uncertain difficult deal, who has now leisure? 
And who for the pleasure 

On beauty craves? 

The heart is but frail; where even that conquering mind. 
Now, how weak rendered; 

And where that rated ecastasy, by the Beloved's beauty engen 
dered? 

One person's image, one contemplation, cause 
That glorious vision in the mind. 

Now where will you find? 

O no, it is not easy, blood tears to shed 
The heart's potent motions. 

The dance of emotions. 

Where are they fled? 

Lost to me is that gaming house, where Love is the dice. 
To go there 
Do I dare? 

Can I, thus poor and lacking pay Love's price. 
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That I alas, my substance fret. 

To cope with life so full of care; 

How Loathe, unsuited I. O deep regret... 

That this should be my hated share. 

Every limb, O Ghalib, is sad and tired. 

Of all strength bereft. 

That integrating harmony, these had once required. 
This too has left. 
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Jilt of this dark I see no hope, no way; 

Only suffering, slow and coaseless. 

Weeping and night-long wakefulness. 

Why this endless life is death? Hath death not its appointed 

day? 

I once would hold my sides and laugh at my lot. 

At my heart's foolishness. 

But now only silence and wakefulness. 

To laugh I’ve forgot. 

But O, this silence do not mawk, 

A cause, too deep for words to reach. 

Quietens and thwarts speech. 

It’s not, I know not how to talk. 

Dear healer, how may heart is scarred, 

Canst thou not see? 

Nor suspect, how concealed misery 
My soul hath marred! 

I am there, from here comes no call. 

I do not care. 

Even of self I'm not aware. 

Sweet oblivion hath blotted all; 

If only death, if death would not deny... 

But end all... 

I await only death's call 
Death is, and yet I will not die. 
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I know, how good to fast and pray 
How meritorious and wise. 

But not for you, O Ghalib unasheamed, is God's paradise 
Your heart hath ta'en another way. 



I hear of one 
Who was Mary's son 

A healer of repute who joy and peace bestowed 
But what do I care for Mary's son... 

O would someone my own pain soothed, and soul's lost calm 


But when there's not a gleam of hope now left. 
And of all solace I'm bereft. 

What use complaining? 

Is any there 

Who is whole, and needs no care! 

When all the world is sick, and all bewailing. 
Who remains, to minister to the ailing? 
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At the time of parting 
To comfort me you say: 

We will meet again, dear love, on judgement day. 
But your departing 
Hath writ my doom 

And o'er my life death's shadows already loom. 



Perchance, if life to me another lease, could gift. 
To other goals, to another ends, my heart I'd lift! 
But all of life's dread scenes are now enacted. 
The one uncertain act alone 
Of death unknown 
Remains. 



Wherever mine eye, the impress of thy feet beholds. 
There to me paradise, like a garden in blossom unfolds. 
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The heart is not fashioned out of stone. 

And will, at times, with tears fill. 

Any my being with pain a thousand times instill. 
O why do you more afflict me? Leave me alone. 

Where I lie is the open road. 

Nor temple, nor mosque, the gods' abode. 

I covet nothing- - Why bid me go?- - 
Not even the loved one's coveted door. 

Life's end and grief's are one. 

How should man ever gain 
Freedom from pain 
Before life is done? 


Nothing indispensible is. We learn to bear our cross. 
And every annihilating grief endure. 

Why bemoan Ghalib - - shattered to the core? 

He is not, but life will not pause for his loss. 
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What ails thee, O my foolish heart? 

Is there no art, might heal thee of thy pain? 

My brain still fired with love and desire and hope... 
And he so sick and tired! Darkling I grope 
Dear God! Fain would I gaze 
Into life's mysterious ways. 

Nothing is, when thou art not. 

And yet... this great confusion called life... 

This storm, this, stress, this strife... 

O God, for what? 

I hope for faith and truth, O evil hour! 

From one who knows not even what these are. 

I do not care in prayer, my hands to lift. 

But as the devotee his offering, 

To you, O my love, I bring. 

All that my life is : a dedication, a gift. 
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Ye that once lived, and now lost are whose traces. 
Laid in the dust forever to rest. 

Is it some of these lost faces 
Are in the poppy and rose manifest? 

Once life's pageant I too knew 
Of beauty rare, of glorious hue. 

Now like pictures on a painted alcove: lifeless, still. 
Its dead images, the alcoves of my memory fill. 

O brilliant constellation of stars seven, 

Seven daughters of the sky 
That all day veiled lie. 

What sudden emotion in your heart, sweet, uncertain 
Prompts you all 
When night doth fall 
To rent the curtain? 

It is the night of parting 
Let blood tears flow... 

I will think, with day's departing, 

I've set two candle flames aglow. 
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His are peace and rest of nights. 

His ALL the pride. 

His are love's delights. 

By whose adoring side 

You sit; on whose arm your lovely hair scatters... 

This is all that matters. 

Eyes, that my lacking fate has turned into a keen-edged 

To pierce and rent my heart...Why O Lord? 

Should still sink into my soul. 

Possessing all. 

Were man to suffer pangs of pain. 

Again, and still again. 

Even grief would lose its sting. 

Of sorrows I’ve had so full a share. 

That now they are almost easy to bear. 

If Ghalib still will sorrow thus. 

He cannot long remain with us... 

Good friends, good fellow creatures, hearken ye. 

How poorer far, deserted and denied, this world will be. 
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As when the candle expires, and in smoke shrouded lies. 
Likewise 

Love's flame, which with the oils of life I had fed. 

When I am dead. 

Will darkened be, draped in mourning's sable dyes. 

I weep to think of Love's despair. 

For when I am not; who is there. 

Has strength, its innundating wrath to bear? 

My pain to healing herbs, no gratitude doth owe. 

To cure it will not yield. ’Tis well even so. 

Deep within the herat an unrevealed wound embedded lies' 
But still it bleeds; O still it aches and cries. 

You have failed me. When you do not care, what care 
i for the rest? 

I have no desire, elsewhere my fate to test. 

I worshipped. I lost. My adoration gone to waste... 

Was it at Namrud's altar? Namrud, the heretic, who name 
of God debased! 


God and beloved in one, who life on me bestowed, 
I lack. I have not rendered back. 

All that to you I owed. 
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Full of splendour of hair, dark, and long, waving, thou 
As full of fear and doubts, dark, deep, and devastating, I 

Mine is not the perfect song of a flower upon the bough 
Not even of music a note am 1. 

Of my own defeat a symbol, like the heaving of a sigh. 

I am the voice of defeat, like the snapping of a bough. 
Sapless, dry. 
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An age of pain and devotion. 

Perchance may touch with emotion 
The god's stone heart. 

But will Death, time spare, and life spare. 

Till that moment all rare? 

And I remain to behold 
The transfiguration. 

Each drop of water, the crocodile's jaws inhabits; 

And how with death and danger its little life is filled. 

Can we guage 

What tempests rage 

Ere the drop into a pearl's distilled. 

Love still commands: Fortitude is best. 

Love still puts patience to the test. 

But aching desire disquietens, and patience forsakes. 
How shall I this being bear, till heart breaks. 

I do believe, dear Love, you'll not forget. 

And yet... 

Life's span is brief. 

And how long grief. 

I do not trust... 

Ere of my love you know, I will be turned to dust. 
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The shadow of the sun's first rays teaches the dewdrops to die. 
Could I a ray of kindness in you trace. 

Fain would I, too, easeful death embrace. 

And in unbroken slumber lie. 

For life's unending fever what cure. 

But the ceasing of this mortal breath? 

We needs must all endure. 

That passes 'twixt birth and death. 

Even as all night long. 

Through silence and song. 

The candle bums. 

Till with the night. 

Fails the light. 

And peace with morning comes. 
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What base soul, that happiness craves in craving wine? 
By day and by night, I desire: oblivion, deep, divine. 



How dear to the drop of water to lose itself in the ocean's 


depths 


And how annihilation is sweet. 

And how excess of pain beyond the bearing. 
Which no more, could one endure. 

Finds in destruction and death a lasting cure. 



Let me go and dwell now where none else dwell 
Where none will speak words that in my brain swell. 

Let me go and build now a house in the woods 
Windowless and wall-less 

Without neighbour or caretaker to look after any goods. 


Where there would be no healing touch, if sickness overtakes 
And if death comes, there would be no mourners to give praise. 
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Like a chess-board for children, this world lies before me. 
Day and night; night and day, this pageant plies before me. 
Suleiman's great glory and Suleiman's mighty throne 
To me appear, but shadows shown 
In a shadow play. 

And in a way 

The Messiah's wondrous miracle, as rumour flies before me. 
The face of creation is to me but a name; and existence of 
things but illusion before me. 


O my heart, be grateful, even for sorrow's lay 
Life's lute will be rendered mute, forever, one day. 



By life's illusions, be thou not deceived, O Asad. 
For all the world's netted in a web of thought. 
Nothing is, but what in the mind is wrought. 



Tho' life's business of bread held me captive, O cruel unkind, 
Of you, I was never unaware, you were never out of my mind. 

Of unrequited love, O Asad, I am not afraid. 

But that heart, on which I once prided myself is dead. 

To beseech you of your love. Beloved, I have no strength, 
and mine ownmust remain unsaid. 
For that heart which was once my pride, is now long dead. 
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To see my Love's dear face, I no longer yearn. 

Nor hope, bom of love and youth, my soul doth bum. 
Memory maddens no more, even in flashes. 

Once indeed a fire raged, but now all is burnt to ashes. 

Like the silent dying down of some once glorious fire. 
My heart, too, lies cold and dead, bereft of all desire. 
Unrequieted love and hidden grief. 

Have left my heart all cold and dead, 

Cold and dead, like the dead fire. 



With you to strike a deal I'd foolishly thought. 

Dim as in a dream was my vision; Waking wisdom brought. 
And I saw, sans pain, 

There was neither any loss nor gain. 
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I thought my heart was all dry and dead. 

And all its tears, long long ago shed. 

And that o'er were the days of grieving. 

But one remaining treacherous tear. 

Despite the death, despite the sear. 

Again wrings my heart with a tempest of weeping. 



One liberating impulse, unfettered, wild. 
Cleansed pure my darkling soul. 

Its blemishes beguiled. 

And made me whole. 

Turned to smoke are those grievous stains. 
Of them, now nothing remains. 



Fain would I, as you sleeping, lie, thy feet caress. 
But 1 do not dare; for I fear, dear Love, You will trust i 
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Love gave me eyes, life's sweets to see. 

Gave me a remedy for pain, and a pain sans remedy. 



I see before me spread 

The road that leads to Death’s kingdom: 

Like a thread. 

Stringing smooth, the unquiet broken bits of life. 
Thus peace comes; thus ends strife. 


